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public and 233 private schools) and findings of a survey and series 
of standardized tests administered to 24,599 eighth-graders. First, 
in terms of external involvement. Catholic parents were much more 
involved than their non-Catholic counterparts. However, Catholic 
parents and public school parents did not interact differently in the 
home. Second, a strong verbal relationship between parent and child 
was an important factor of student academic performance in both 
public and Catholic schools. Parental regulation of children's 
extracurricular activities appeared to contribute to improved 
achievement for public school children, but not for Catholic 
students. Finally, increased parent involvement in Catholic school 
activities appeared to facilitate improvements in the performance of 
all students in the school. The findings suggest that there may be 
some measurable differences in the climate of public schools compared 
with Catholic schools and in the association of climate with 
performance. Much of the differences appeared to be related to the 
ways parents interact with their children outside the home, in the 
context of the school and community. Three tables and an appendix 
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Parent Involvement in Education and School Sector 

What is it about Catholic schools that accounts for the higher performance of 
students on standardized tests? One conjecture is that there is something different 
about parents who send their child to Catholic school, and therefore something 
different about the students themselves that is associated with better preparation, 
ability and performance. It is true, by definition that parents who choose Catholic 
school for their child are engaging in one form of parent involvement: school 
choice. Evidence suggests that this form of involvement does make a difference in 
the academic performance of a child. But do these parents act measurably different 
in other ways also? If so, then the ways that they differ may shed light on one 
mechanism by wWch Catholic school students, on average, outperform public 
school students. 

There are many other ways parents might be involved. Implicit in some 
arguments about selection is the idea that parents who send their child to Catholic 
school are also more involved with their child in other ways than parents who send 
their child to public school.^ This paper examines whether this is in fact so, and if 
so whether it makes a difference in the performance of the student. Here I seek to 
answer two main questions. First, are parents who send their child to Catholic 
school involved in their child's education differently than parents who send their 
child to public school, and if so, what are those differences? Second, does parent 



^ There is also choice within the pubhc sector, and according to this argument parents who exercise 
public sector choice may be involved in ways that are similar to Catholic school, or other private 
school choice. Because of data limitations this cannot be examined here 
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involvement have the same affect on performance for public and Catholic school 
students? 

Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore (1982), in their controversial study of Catholic 
schools, hypothesized that one factor that might account for differential 
performance of students in Catholic compared to public schools is the involvement 
of parents in the commimity which also includes the school. They suggested that 
the normative structure and disciplinary climate inherent in Catholic schools could, 
in part, be attributed to the greater degree of closure of the commuiuty made up of 
parent friendships. When parents know each other students in the school are likely 
to act differently, and these differences in behavior may be associated with 
differential performance. 

There is an growing body of research on parent involvement in the school to 
support the idea that parent involvement has a positive influence on a child's 
achievement (c.f. Dombusch, Ritter, Leiderman, Roberts, and Fraleigh, 1987; Baker 
and Stevenson, 1987; Fehrmann, Keith, and Reimers 1987; Epstein, 1991; Muller, 
1993). Rumberger, Ghatak, Poulos, Ritter, and Dombusch (1990) suggest that parent 
involvement reduces negative behavior such as dropping out of school, although 
they refer mainly to parenting style, which includes mostly activity outside the 
school. 

Muller (1991, 1993) distinguishes between the context of involvement (in the 
home, community and school) and between motivation for involvement 
(instrumental and affective) to find that differences in involvement have different 
relationships with academic outcomes. In general, affective involvement in the 
home is most related to test score performance and to preparation for learning while 
instrumental involvement at school is most related to positive evaluations by 
teachers, independent of ability and test performance. In other words, not all forms 
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of parent involvement appear to be associated with uniform consequences for the 
student. 

Even though research on parent involvement may have been, in part, 
motivated by the findings of Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore (1982) and others about 
school climate and the differential impact on student learning, very little research 
has been done to systematically examine differences in parent involvement in 
Catholic schools compared with public schools. 

Method 

Data 

The database upon which this analysis will draw is the National Education 
Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88). It is the first wave of a longitudinal study of a 
nationally representative sample of American youth. The data collection is 
sponsored by the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) and conducted by 
the National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago. The sampling 
was carried out in two stages following a two-stage stratified probability design. The 
first stage resulted in the selection of 1,234 schools, of which 1035 participated in the 
regular sample, including 802 public school and 233 private schools, of which 105 
were Catholic, 68 other religious and 60 private schools with no religious affiliation. 
The second stage produced 26,435 randomly selected eighth grade students, 24,599 of 
whom participated. Thus, each school has, on average, almost 24 students in the 
sample. 

Stur'ents were asked to complete an interview questionnaire about their 
background, school work and activities, home life, attitudes and social relationships. 
In addition each student was administered a series of curriculum based cognitive 
tests prepared by Educational Testing Service to measure ability in reading, 
mathematics, science and social studies. Ninety-six percent (or 23, 697) of the 
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students interviewed completed the test battery. Parents of each student were asked 
to complete a questionnaire asking about family characteristics, involvement with 
the educational process, commitment of family resources to education and attitudes 
of the parents about the child's school and education. The completion rate for 
parent questionnaires is 92%, or 22,651 parents. A complete description of the data 
base may be found in NCES (1989). 

Native Americans will be excluded f^om ihe analysis. They account for only 
1.3% of the weighted sample, thus are not a large enough group to comprise a 
separate racial category, yet exploratory analysis suggests ti\at they are distinct from 
tiie other racial and etiinic groups and should not be included as part of any other 
subgroup. The exclusion of native Americans reduces the sample size to 24,300 
students. 

Variables 

Parent Involvement 

The central theme of the analysis has to do with the actions taken by parents 
and the ways they are involved witii ihe education of their child. From this data 
base, which includes some 160 measures of parental involvement, ten have been 
selected for analysis here.2 The measures are briefly summarized in table A of the 
appendix. A detailed expository summary of each measure may be found in Muller 
and Kerbow (1993), They include five measures which originate in the home and 
vary primarily according to individual characteristics of ihe family including (1) 
discussion witii parents about current school experiences; and (2) discussion about 
high school program planning; (3) the frequency a parent checks homework; (4) the 
frequency a parent restricts television on weekdays; (5) the amount of after school 



^They were selected after exploratory analysis suggested that they each represented a different aspect 
or dimension of nvolvement and that they had reasonably high face validity. 
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supervision provided for the child; and (6) whether the child is enrolled in extra 
music classes. Also, (7) parent ties to the social community of the child are 
measured by the number of parents of the child*s friends who are known by the 
parent; and ties of parents to the school are evaluated by (8) the frequency of 
parental contact of the school; (9) the level of parent participation in a parent- 
teacher organization; and (10) whether the parent volunteers at the school. The 
forms of involvement which demand an interaction with actors outside the family, 
especially other parents and the school are likely to be forms of involvement which 
are most subject to additional constraints and therefore may be less stable or 
reflective of individual characteristics of the family including values and priorities. 
Background Measures, Mathematics Achievement Test Scores and Grades 

Achievement test scores and grades are the two most common measures of 
academic outcomes. The NELS:88 data base includes four achievement tests, in 
reading, mathematics, science and social studies (history and government). The 
measure used here is the standardized mathematics test scores compiled by NCES. 
Students in NELS:88 were asked to report their grades "from sixth grade up till now" 
in four subject areas (English, mathematics, science and social studies). The 
measure used here is the student report of math grades. Since this measure has a 
historical and cumulative component because students were asked about their 
grades over almost a three year period it is conceivable that the student's grades 
affect their score on the achievement test administered for NELS:88. This could 
come about because a student may have been tracked according to grades given in 
the sixth or seventh grade, from which the student would then have been provided 
with more or less opportunity for learning material relevant to test performance. 

The background variables which are used throughout the analysis are derived 
directly from NCES variables. They include family income, parents' highest 
education, sex of student, family structure (single mother, stepparent, or intact 
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family), race and ethnicity, and urbanicity. Parent reported educational expectations 
of the child are also included in analyses presented here since they are associated 
with both involvement and school choice. 

Results 

Level of Parent's Involvement 

The first question of interest is whether parents in Catholic schools differ 
from public school parents with respect to forms of involvement other than school 
choice. Table 1 shows the regression coefficients for the dummy variable for 
Catholic school from a regression of student background characteristics, parents' 
educational expectations for the child and school sector on each of ten fonns of 
parent involvement. This allows us to examine the difference in level of 
involvement between parents whose child attends Catholic compared with public 
school when other important background characteristics like family income, 
parents* highest education and race are held constant^ 

Table 1 -Coefficients and Standard Errors (in Parentheses) for Catholic School 
Dummy (base is Public School) from Regressions on Each of Ten Forms of Parent 
Involvement Holding Constant Family Background and Student Characteristics 

talk about talk about parents frequency diUd amomttof number frequency PTO parent 

cimwt high school diedc parent* enroUedin after school friends' parents participation volunteer 

school program homework restrict extra music supervision parents contact at school 

expcnences television class known school 

.023 .090* -.171* .036 -.017 .015 .628* -.040 784* 396* 
(.017) (.019) (.031) (.033) (.013) (.035) (.048) (.036) (.032) (.012) 
* p < .001 

Table 1 illustrates two striking features of difference in involvement, one 
about tl\e forms of involvement in which Catholic school parents engage at a 
comparatively high rate and the other about how they do not differ from public 
school parents. Catholic school parents are much more involved with the school 
than are their public school counterparts. They are roughly 40% more likely to 



^Complete regressions may be found in the appendix. 
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volunteer, participate much more in the parent teacher organization, and know 
more parents of their child's friends when compared to parents with similar 
characteristics who send their child to public school. 

The ways Catholic school parents do not differ from public school parents also 
follows a clear pattern. They tend not to engage in forms of involvement that are 
home-based at higher rates. Public and Catholic school parents show no difference 
in frequency of talking with their child about current school experiences which is 
possibly the best measure of the history of the parent child relationship and of the 
early learning environment of the child. Parents also do not differ in the amount 
they restrict television, enroll their child in music class, and supervise them after 
school. Restriction of television and after school supervision are probably also 
related to the extent to which parents are positioned to regulate and structure their 
child's out-of-school environment for learning. Thus, both on measures of an 
everyday verbal relationship, and on regulation in the home environment there is 
no measurable difference. 

It may be quite significant that the Catholic school students do not differ 
appreciably from public school parents on so many of these home-based measures. 
It is likely that these home-based measures are indicative of aspects of the child's 
home environment from an early age. Involvement in the home is less likely to be 
constrained by outside forces than forms of involvement that are external to the 
home. For instance, parents who talk with their child about current school 
activities probably have an ongoing verbal relationship with their child that 
includes talking about school. On the other hand, parents' involvement outside the 
home, say knowing other parents, is likely to be limited by the availability of other 
parents for acquaintance. Likewise, involvement in the school may also be related 
to the extent to which the school encourages (or in some cases possibly requires) 
involvement. 
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It is only on the frequency parents talk about high school program planning 
and check homework that public and Catholic school parents differ about home- 
based involvement Catholic school parents are slightly more likely to talk about 
high school program planning and less likely to check homework. The difference in 
talking about high school program planning may, in part, be attributable to 
differential opportunity structures of parents. Catholic school parents may perceive 
(perhaps accurately) more options for their child*s high school program and schooL 

As we shall see in the next section, homework checking is probably an 
intervention activity of parents in response to poor grades. It may be that parents of 
children in Catholic schools respond differently to poor grades, or that Catholic 
schools expect (and encourage) parents to respond differently to poor grades. 
Possibly, in some fashion. Catholic schools manage the question of the adequacy of 
the child's homework differently than public schools. Where public schools may 
view it as the parents* responsibility that homework be completed properly. Catholic 
schools may view ensuring proper completion as part of the task of the schooL 

Taken together, these findings suggest that the spheres of educational activity 
for the child may be more merged between the school and family for Catholic school 
students and their fanulies compared with public school students. It appears that 
families of Catholic school students may be more integrated into school life and the 
commimity of other parents than public school students and families. In addition, 
the distribution of responsibility for educating the child may be viewed differently 
in public and Catholic schools, with the expectations of parent activity different 
depending on sector. 

Involvement and Achievement Test Performance 

We have seen that there are differences in the ways parents get involved 
depending upon the sector of their child's school. They differ least in home-based 
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forms of involvement. An important, but unanswered question, then, is if the 
associations between performance and involvement are the same for public and 
Catholic school students. Does parent involvement make the same kind of 
difference in test score performance among Catholic and public school students? It 
is to this question that we now turn. 

Involvement might be associated with achievement test performance 
differently depending on school sector for several reasons. For instance, some forms 
of involvement have more to do with preparation while others have to do with 
managing or with supporting the child's current educational environment. Each 
form of involvement could potentially have different associations with 
performance depending on school context because of the additional relationships 
between school characteristics and performance. One argument made about 
Catholic schools, for example, is that they teach students differently and that 
students who nnight be at risk in public school would perform better in Catholic 
school. 

Table 2 shows results from regressions of background and parent 
involvement on math achievement test scores for public and Catholic school 
students separately. I have included math grades in each model since grades 
influence opportunity to learn, which in turn influences test scores. I have also 
included parents' educational expectations for their child, since expectations make a 
difference in involvement, in test scores and in choice of school. While the amount 
of variation explained in the two models is essentially the same (about 35% in both 
cases), the variables that predict test scores aVe different depending on sector. 

Among both Catholic and public school students, talking with parents about 
current school experiences is strongly associated with math test performance. In 
fact, as a predictor of test scores, talking about current school experiences is about as 
good a predictor as parents' highest education for public school students, and is 
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more powerful for Catholic school students. Enrollment in extra music classes is 
also highly associated with math test scores for both groups of students, however the 
relative association is slightly higher among Catholic school students. Enrollment 
in outside music classes probably represents an array of factors associated with 
learning. First, there is the parents' willingness to invest in outside classes (both 
financially and with time). Also, music class mvolves practice outside of class, 
representing additional sti-ucturing of the child's out-of-school time. 



TABLE 2.-Regressions on ^ . Achievement Test Score by School Sector 





Public 


Catholic 


Variable 


Coefficient Standard 


Coefficient 


Standard 






Error 




Error 


intercept 


29.120* 


.384 


28.168* 


1.433 


family income 


.407* 


.031 


.274* 


.096 


parents* highest education 


1.183* 


.065 


1.045* 


.173 


sex of student (male=l, female=0) 


1.183* 


.125 


1.220* 


.347 


single mother 


.938* 


.183 


.793 


.542 


mother, stepfather 


-.249 


.190 


1.253 


.713 


Asian American 


-.115 


.346 


-.321 


.859 


HisDanir 


-3.227* 


.213 


-2.820* 


.561 


African American 


-5.451* 


.198 


-4.684* 


.604 


urban 


-.241 


.179 


-1.043 


.762 


suburban 


.208 


.143 


-.228 


.762 


math grades 


2.437* 


.063 


3.494* 


.191 


parents* educational expectations 


.663* 


.024 


.675* 


.078 


talk about current schl experiences 


1.978* 


.124 


1.776* 


.357 


talk about high school program 


-.073 


.105 


-.576 


.307 


parents check homework 


-.803* 


.065 


-.529* 


.179 


frequency parents restrict TV 


.403* 


.060 


.122 


.172 


child enrolled in extia music class 


1.552* 


.154 


1.024* 


.378 


amount of after school supervision 


-.420* 


.054 


-.170 


.153 


number friends* parents known 


.146* 


.040 


.182 


.113 


frequency parents contact school 


-.552* 


.054 


-.647* 


.144 


PTO participation 


-.012 


.065 


.55 


.154 


parent volunteers at school 

fe 


-.222 


.184 


-.051 


.359 


* , , AA1 


.386 


.357 



* p < .001 



Interestingly, there is also a positive association between test scores and three 
forms of parent involvement that may have to do witii the extent to which parents 



12 



11 

are in a position to regulate the child's activities annong public school students, but 
not among Catholic school students. The amount parents restrict television on 
weekdays, (he amount their child is supervised by an adult after school, and the 
number of friends parents known are all good predictors of math test scores for 
public school students, but make no difference for Catholic school student. Possibly 
explanation for this is that Catholic schools impose more regulation on the lives of 
all students than public schools, and in so doing remove any association between 
the activity and performance for any individual child-parent relationship. 

It is interesting to note that the association between family background 
variables and test scores relative to the association between math grades and math 
test scores are larger for public school students. The same may be said about parents* 
educational expectations for their child. In other words. Catholic school students are 
more likely to have grades consistent with their tests score than students in public 
schools, who have test scores that are associated with factors related to family 
background and characteristics of the parents. 

Both Catholic and public school parents are more likely to check homework 
and contact the school at higher rates if their child's test scores are lower. Each of 
these activities is probably an attempt on the part of parents to intervene in a 
negative situation. The relative magnitude of the coefficient is greater for Catholic 
school parents, suggesting that they may respond even more to negative test score 
performance than public school parents. This might be because they are more likely 
to intervene, or it could have to do with the higher association between grades and 
test scores in Catholic schools. When there is more consistency between the two, 
parents are more likely to get more consistent danger signals about a problem, 
which could prompt action. 

In summary, the relationships between parent involvement and math test 
performance are somewhat different depending on whether the child attends public 
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or Catholic school. In both sectors, a strong verbal relationship is strongly associated 
with a child's test scores. To a lesser extent enrollment in extra music class also 
makes a difference in both sectors. Beyond that, when parents are in a position to 
regulate a child's environment, especially outside of school, as measured, by 
television restriction, after school supervision and parent acquaintance networks, it 
makes a difference in public school student test scores but not those of Catholic 
school students. 

It is interesting that the elevated levels of school involvement among 
Catholic school parents do not translate directly into higher test performance for 
their child. It is impossible to tell from these analyses what the sources of the 
observe differences in school-based involvement are. It may be that parents who 
send their child to Catholic school are already selected according to their level of 
involvement, since choice is a form of involvement. If this were the case one 
would expect that these parents would be uniformly more involved, which they do 
not appear to be. One might argue that these parents have a different style of 
parenting, perhaps emphasizing regulation more than a verbal relationship. If this 
were so, however, again one would expect to find that Catholic school parents 
would have higher levels of involvement associated with restrictive behavior. 

It seems most plausible that Catholic school parents differ most from public 
school parents in the degree to which they make the school a part of their 
involvement. The direction of causality is impossible to determine. It may be that 
they have a propensity to reach out to the school more, and that is why they choose 
Catholic school, or it may be that there is something about the school which 
encourages parents to reach out. 

Differences in levels of involvement in the school may also be related to the 
schools themselves. That Catholic school parents are so much more involved in 
school and community suggests that Catholic schools may encourage or even 
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require moie involvement of parents. This argument seems particularly persuasive 
about volunteering because of the extraordinary differences in rates of volunteering. 
Remember, however, that the elevated levels of involvement make no difference 
in the test scores of individual students in Catholic school. And only parent 
acquaintance networks make a difference in the performance of public school 
students. 

The Schoo l C ontext of Involvement and Math Test Performance 

Levels of parent involvement in the school may also make a difference in the 
climate of the school itself. It is partly along these lines that Coleman, Hoffer and 
Kilgore hypothesized that Catholic schools differ from public schools. They suggest 
that parents whose children attend Catholic scb.ools are more likely to know one 
another, creating a normative environment for the students and a climate more 
conducive to academic learning, which in turn influences performance. 

It is not possible with these data to assess whether a difference in 
environment causes higher performance. It is, however, possible to examine some 
of the schools in the sample to evaluate whether there are differences in average 
levels of involvement, and if those forms of involvement are associated with 
performance. 

Table 3 shows distributions for the three school averages of forms of 
involvement external to the family that are positively related to test performance. 
Not surprisingly. Catholic schools have higher average levels of involvement, 
however there is substantial variation even among them."^ 



^Each variable only includes schools with responses from ten or more students (or parents) in any given 
school to eliminate instability of estimates due to very small n. 
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Table 3-Distributions for School Average Levels of Ir\volvemer\t in School 

Friend's Parents Known PTO Participation Volunteering at School 





Public 


Catholic 


Public 


Catholic 


Public 


Catholic 


Mear\ 


2.512 


3.207 


.802 


1.718 


.138 


.503 


Standard 


.658 


.532 


.421 


.487 


.101 


.198 


Deviation 












N 


790 


85 


792 


85 


790 


85 



Table 4 shows the regression coefficients for each of these forms of 
involvement when regressed on mathi test scores.5 Previous research has shown 
that involvement is related to parents' level of education (c.f. Baker and Stevenson, 
1986; Lareau, 1989; Muller, 1991). Moreover, there is preliminary evidence that 
involvement may be clustered in certain schools, possibly related to the 
characteristics either of parents or the school. For this reason I include as a control 

Table 4~Selected Coefficients for Regressions on Eighth Grade Math Test Inchiding 
ALl Variables From Table 2 Plus Average Levels of Involvement for Each School 

(Standard Error in Parentheses) 

Public School Catholic School 

average parents' highest education 2.053"* 1.593** 

(.203) (.497) 

average number of friends' parents known .308 1.208* 

(.183) (2.050) 

average PTO participation -302 2.167** 

(.244) (.612) 

average volunteering .050 -1.891 



r2 

* p < .05 



(.916) (1.576) 
.400 .377 



p < .001 



In calculating each average level of involvement I have removed the student's own value on that form 
of involvenraent. Only schools for which there were at least ten responses on a given item were included 
in the regression. In these regression, as all others presented in this paper, 
deletion was used. 
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the average level of parents* highest education in the school in each model. The 
coefficients for the school means only are shown.^ 

We see that in both public and Catholic schools the average level of parents* 
education makes a difference in the test scores of the individual child, irrespective 
of the educational attainment of that child's own parents. No contextual measures 
of average levels of involvement make a difference in public schools. In Catholic 
schools the average number of friends* parents known and the average level of PTO 
participation also makes a difference in the test performance of each student, 
regardless of the participation level of the child*s parents. The average level parents 
volunteer does not make a difference in either sector. 

This suggests that there may be something about the school climate which is 
associated with parents knowing one another and working with the school which 
makes a difference in the performance of all students in Catholic schools but not in 
public schools. The association between average level of parents* education and 
performance of all students is well known (e.g. Coleman et al., 1966). 

Apparently, however, for Catholic school students there is additional benefit 
of parents involvement in the school regardless of the participation of an 
individual student*s parents. How this benefit works, that is the mechanism, 
remains only source of speculation. It may be that it is a form of normative control 
and regulation in Catholic schools. In public schools a similar need of tlie child 
might be provided by the individual child's parents in the form of restrictive 
activity at home, possibly measured here by television restriction, after school 
supervision, and parent acquaintance networks. This could explain the relationship 
of those restrictive activities to performance among public school students but not 
Catholic school students. Yet it seems unlikely that the climate is a direct 



^The entire regression may be found in the appendix. 
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substitution for parental regulation. Undoubtedly the process is considerably more 
complex. 

Summary and Conclusion 

The questions this paper set out to answer were whether there are discernible 
differences in the involvement level of parents depending on the sector of school 
their child attends, and if any differences found matter in the academic performance 
of the child. First, it appears that there are some differences in levels of 
involvement, but primarily in involvement that is external to the family, in parent 
acquaintance networks, PTO participation, and volunteering. There were few 
measured differences in the ways Catholic and pubUc school parents interact within 
the home. Talking about high school program planning was one difference. It is 
not clear why this difference (which is small) exists, but it may be because parents of 
Catholic school students perceive more school options. 

Second, we found some differences between the relationship of involvement 
and performance depending on sector, however there were similarities, as well. A 
sti-ong verbal relationship between parents and child is important in each sector, 
and to a lesser extent so is enrollment in outside music classes. 

The main difference in the relationship between involvement and test scores 
was found in activities that are probably most clearly associated with parents being 
in a position to regulate the child's activities outside of school, both through 
normative pressure, in tiie case of parent acquaintance networks, and more directiy 
with after school supervision and regulation of television watching. If these out of 
school activities are resti-icted ti\en tiiere is a better chance that they wiU be 
conducive, or at least consistent with a positive environment for learning and 
completion of school work. These forms of involvement that probably measure 
parents ' a position to regulate the child's out of school activity make a difference 
for public school students, but not for Catholic school students. One explanation for 
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this difference is that there is something about Catholic schools that provides a 
structure, making this kind of activity less important for individual parents. It may 
also be that all Catholic school parents are doing something else which is 
unmeasured (aside from sending their child to Catholic school) whic!i serves the 
same function. Recall, however, that only on parent acquaintance networks did 
Catholic school parents indicate significantly higher levels of these kinds of 
regulatory involvement. 

Finally, differences in the association between contextual variables 
(measuring something about the climate related to higher levels of parent 
participation) and performance were examined. When more parents know one 
another, the performance of all students in Catholic school is likely to improve. 
The same maybe said about PTO participation in Catholic school. Neither of these is 
true for public schools. In public schools the only contextual variable that is related 
to math test scores is the average level of parents' education. Thus, even in public 
schools in which there are high levels of parent participation there is no increase in 
performance of all students on math scores which is attributable to those higher 
levels of parent participation independent of the average level of parents* 
education. 

These findings suggest that there may be some measurable differences in the 
climate of public school compared with Catholic schools and in the association of 
climate with performance. Much of the difference appears to be related to the ways 
that parents interact with their children outside of the home, in the context of the 
school and community. Coleman et al. (1982) have suggested that these differences 
may also be associated with the way the child's environment is structured, which 
may also have a positive relationship with test score performance, although that 
relationship has not been examined empirically here. 
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Table A 

Description of Parent Involvement Variables 



talk about current 
school experiences 



talk about high 
school program 



frequency parent 
checks homework 



Constructed from student responses to the questions "Since the beginning of the school 
year, how often have you discussed the following with either or t>oth of your parents /or 
guardians?" (1) "school activities" , and (2) "things you've studied in class" . Responses 
were summed to range from 0 to 4 and divided by two, thus the variable construct 
ranges from 0 to 2. The category for a single variable with the value of 0 represents a 
response category of "not at all" and a 2 represents "three or more times." 

Constructed from student responses about the frequency with which the student has 
talked with the (1) father or (2) mother "at>out planning your high school program." If 
the student response to the question of talking with the father was greater than zero, 
then the value for that response was used. Otiierwise the response for talking with the 
mother was used. The range is 0 to 2, with O="not at all" and 2="three or more times." 

Student response to the question "How often do your parents or guardian check your 
homework." Responses were coded so that a zero represents "never" and 3 represents 
"often." 



frequency parents 
restrict TV 



after school 
supervision 

extra music class 



Student response to the question "How often do your parents or guardian limit the 
amount of time you can spend watching TV." Responses were coded so that a zero 
represents "never" and 3 represents "often." 

Constructed from the student response to the question "On average, how much time do 
you spend after school each day at home with no adult present?" The variable is coded 
-4="more than three hours" and O="none-never happens." 

Parent response to the question "Has your eighth grader attended classes outside of his 
or her regular school to study any of tiie folio wing?-music" l=attended, O=not 
attended. 



frequency parents 
contact school 



friends' parents Summation of the the parents of the child's friends known. Parents were first asked to 
known identify the first names of up to five of the child's friends. Then parents were asked 

"whether you know the parents of that child." The variable was coded "yes"=l, "no"=0. 

Responses of "yes" were summed so range is 0 to 5. 

Constructed from parent responses to two questions "Since your eighth grader's school 
opened last fall, how many tinges have you or your spouse/partner contacted the school 
about each of the following:" (1) "Your eighth grader's academic performance?"; and (2) 
"Your eighth grader's academic program for this year?". Two response categories, 
'Three or four times" and '*More than four times," are combined and the variables 
rescaled to range from 0 to 2 where O=none. The two responses are then summed to 
produce a variable ranging from 0 to 4. 

Constructed from parent responses to the questions: "Do you and your spouse/partner 
do any of the following at your eighth grader's school?" (1) "Belong to a parent-teacher 
organization"; (2) "Attend meetings of a parent-teacher organization"; and (3) 'Take part 
in the activities of a parent-teacher organization". Responses are l=yes, 0=no and 
summed for a variable ranging from 0 to 3; 

parent volunteers at Parent response to "Do you and your spouse/partner do any of the following at your 
school eighth grader's school?-~Act as a volunteer at the school." Responses are 1 =yes, 0=no. 



PTO participation 
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